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Introduction: 
The opportunity to intern in Toronto with a Member of the Provincial Parliament was 
indeed an enlightening experience. A little over a year ago, I knew little to nothing about 
Canadian politics. Canada’s governmental system is more complex than the one we have in the 
United States.  It is both a representative democracy and a monarchy. By definition, a democracy 
is a government in which the power is vested in the people and exercised by the elected officials.  
In a democracy, people have rights that others don’t have in more restrictive governments. In a 
democracy the power is vested in the citizens, giving them the right to vote for elected officials, 
and make decisions for the collective of society. If they are unhappy with these decisions, they 
can protest and influence their government to make changes. If their government refuses to make 
any changes, they can vote them out of office during the next election. How do people in a 
democracy use their power to speak out against their government and influence the decisions the 
government makes? To answer the question, I will discuss the changes brought about to 
Ontario’s Autism Program, by looking at the role a group of Ontarians’ played in the changes 
introduced to this program.   
When the Progressive Conservatives Government introduced a bill to change funding for 
autistic support programs, autism became one of the most debated topics in Ontarian politics. 
Many parents disapproved; they attended committee meetings, called MPP's, spoke to the media, 
and protested outside of the government building. Their voices did not go unheard. It did not take 
long for the government to issue a statement about bill revisions to mitigate the parents’ anger.   
In this case, parents of autistic children were able to influence the government to make 
changes to Ontario’s Autism Budget. These parents utilized social media platforms and news 
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outlets to put together rallies and inform the government of their disapproval for the new 
program. These parents held numerous rallies expressing their concerns for the new budget and 
continued to protest outside of the government building until the government made the changes 
they were requesting. Not only did parents put together protests, they also discussed their 
concerns with the opposition parties. The opposition parties showed their support for the parents 
by bringing up their constituents concerns about the autism budget during question period. With 
the help of social media, news outlets and the opposition parties, parents of autistic children were 
able to influence the government to make the changes to the program that they were requesting. 
Autism in Canada  
Currently, each province in Canada provides services to all children who have autism 
(Waddell, 2015). While all children in each province are required to receive funding for autism, 
many are often put on a waitlist for an extended period of time. British Columbia and Alberta 
give money to families directly so they can choose their private providers. British Columbia's 
program is designed specifically for children with autism. Alberta's program is integrated with 
all developmental disorders (Waddell, 2015). As seen by the recent legislative decision in 
Ontario, any autism services unsupported by the government leaves parents to foot the bill out of 
pocket. Due to this, and because of the differences in the way each province funds autism, some 
parents urge for a national autism strategy (Waddell, 2015).  
As more children are diagnosed with autism, more parents are left to figure out the best 
way to help their children and how to fund the services that their children need. This includes 
developmental disabilities. The government receives the money to pay for these services through 
both federal and provincial taxes. The Canada Health Act states that all provinces must ensure 
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that all Canadians have access to medically necessary services (Waddell, 2015). However, this 
act does not specify services for autistic children as being medically necessary.  
Liberals Received Backlash in 2016 For Their Proposed Changes to Autism 
 In 2016, when the Liberals were in charge, they proposed an autism bill that left many 
parents upset. When the Liberals were in power, funding was given to service providers who 
held waitlists consisting of families in need of financial support. When a child reached the top of 
the list, therapy was covered in full. The government later familiarized a direct funding option 
(McQuigge,2019). This option gave families a choice to accept direct service or spend their 
government-allocated dollars; however, they chose to in the private-sector (McQuigge, 2019). 
The program the Liberal government proposed would not fund Behavioral Intervention for 
children over the age of four (McQuigge, 2019). When parents heard that their children would 
not be eligible to receive funding for intensive therapy after the age of four, they made their 
voices heard by protesting at Queen’s Park and holding a press conference.  
Research has shown that ABA therapy, also known as Applied Behavior Analysis, can 
help improve the behavior of autistic children. ABA implements an approach based on scientific 
principles of learning and behavior to construct useful repertoires and reduce ones that are 
problematic (MYCS, pg.8). Intensive Behavioral Intervention is an intense application of 
Applied Behavior Analysis that is explicitly designed for children with autism, who typically 
receive 20-40 hours of intervention each week (MYCS, pg. 22). The therapists work with the 
child individually or in a small group (MYCS, pg. 22). IBI's primary goal is to increase the 
child's developmental trajectory or rate of learning (MYCS, pg. 22). These therapies are the two 
most common therapies offered to children with autism in Ontario. Therapy for autistic children 
can cost up to $80,000 a year for children with severe autism.  
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The Liberals claimed their decision to cut funding for therapy at the age of four was 
based on scientific research. The Liberals argued that expert scientists told them that kids over 
the age of four were no longer in the right developmental window to benefit from IBI therapy 
(McLaughlin, 2017). Experts spoke out about the government's claim. One of the experts, Dr. Ian 
Dawe, stated that IBI would work for children who are over the age of four. He and other experts 
strongly disagreed with the governments’ recommendations. Dr. Dawe also acknowledged that 
IBI was more beneficial to children under the age of five, but plenty of evidence showed that 
children who received IBI after the age of five benefited as well (McLaughlin, 2017). 
When Liberals heard about Dr. Dawe’s remarks, they immediately took to the press for 
damage control. The ministry issued a statement and labeled Dr. Dawe's actions as regrettable 
and unfortunate (McLaughlin, 2017). Many people were concerned that nearly 85% of the 
children receiving IBI therapy were over the age of five (McLaughlin, 2017). This was a result of 
the extensive waitlist that many children were put on. This meant that under the new funding 
plan, many children would age out of coverage before they were given a chance to receive it 
(McLaughlin, 2017). 
In 2016, many parents took action against the Liberal's plan by doing much of what they 
continue to do today. Parents of autistic children held rallies across the province, signed 
petitions, wrote letters, spoke to media outlets, tweeted thousands of messages under the hashtag 
#AutismDoesntEndAt5, and told anyone who would listen, about the confidence they had in 
their children's potential to succeed, even if the government didn’t (McLaughlin, 2017). By 
doing all of these things, parents made the government aware of their disapproval of the 
government’s plan by making their voices heard. In 2016, Parents utilized their democratic right 
to protest the government’s decision on autism funding. They also used their rights to speak to 
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the opposition parties about their concerns. Due to this, the Liberal Government faced backlash 
from all opposition parties, including the Progressive Conservative Party.  
Many advocates of autism have argued that the government should invest in these 
children now, or they will have to pay much more for them in the future. One advocate stated, 
“Supporting the most vulnerable members of our society is economically beneficial because 
these autistic children are more likely to gain independence and less likely to require expensive 
supports throughout their lives” (McLaughlin, 2017). The Progressive Conservative leader at the 
time, spoke out against the Liberals. Like many other government officials and parents, he stated 
that “autism doesn't end when you're five" (Jones, 2016). Parents also went to the media and 
gave testimonials of how IBI therapy has benefited their children. One parent spoke to a reporter 
about how IBI therapy made a huge difference for her daughter, who received it for 20 hours a 
week. She stated that she had to wait over two years for the treatment, but her daughter then 
improved on eye contact and speech. Once the Liberals’ changes are made, she believed that she 
would no longer receive the necessary funding (Heck, 2016). 
The Liberals had another reason for changing the age limit for IBI therapy. Like the 
Progressive Conservatives, they aimed to remove more children off of the waitlist. According to 
the Liberals, this change would get 16,000 children off of the waitlist and increase their access to 
services (Heck, 2016). The new program would combine both IBI and Applied Behavior 
Analysis (ABA) into one program (Jones, 2016). They aimed to cut the wait time in half by two 
years and to 6 months or less by 2021 (Heck, 2016). The Liberals planned to provide $8,000 to 
families who were cut off of the IBI waitlist so the families can purchase private care (Heck, 
2016). The problem with this plan was the cost of IBI therapy; the therapy runs between 
$50,000-$70,000 a year, and there were some counties that did not have any private IBI 
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providers (like Dufferin County) (Heck, 2016). The $8,000 that parents would be given would 
not cover nearly enough of the services that the children would need. At most, this amount of 
money would only cover a few months of therapy. 
After months of the parents making their voices heard to show their disapproval of the 
changes, the Liberals decided to no longer enforce an age-limit for children receiving IBI 
therapy. In this case, parents were able to influence their government to not make a change to the 
autism program. Even though the government decided to end the plan to make this change, many 
parents were still upset and told news outlets that they would never forget what the government 
put them through (Jones, 2016). Some parents expressed their gratitude to the Progressive 
Conservative members, including MPP Patrick Brown, who advocated for them throughout the 
entire process. The Ontario Progressive Conservative Party specifically gave credit to MPP 
Brown on their site, stating, "The Ontario PC Party made the restoration of the Wynne Liberal 
cuts to autism funding and services a priority” (Jones, 2016). “We listened and worked with 
parents, we fought day in and day out, and I am very proud that we forced the government to do 
the right thing" (Ontario PC, 2017). This could have been one of the contributing factors leading 
to the Progressive Conservatives taking power in 2018. 
Progressive Conservatives Make Legislation to Change Autism Funding  
Parents protested for years about the long waitlist many of their children with autism 
were forced to stay on during the Liberal Government's time in office. The Liberal Government 
did not make any changes because they argued there was not enough money in the budget. 
Things began to change when the people of Ontario exercised their democratic right to vote the 
Liberal Government out of office. The Progressive Conservative Government witnessed the 
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anger parents had over the previous government's decision with autism and knew they would 
need to make some revisions to the autism program.  
 In 2019, a bill was proposed by the Progressive Conservative Party that created a plan to 
remove 23,000 children off of the waitlist. Parents indirectly influenced these changes as the 
Progressive Conservative Party witnessed how unhappy parents of autistic children were under 
the Liberal Governments autism budget. In an attempt to get children off the waitlist like parents 
were requesting under the previous government, The Progressive Conservative Party’s minister 
announced changes would be made to remove the children from the waitlist. According to MPP 
Lisa MacLeod, who was the Social Services Minister, only a quarter of Ontario's children 
(8,400) received services for autism. MacLeod stated that the other three quarters were on a 
waitlist and would soon begin receiving help. MacLeod has also stated to multiple news outlets 
that it was her duty to ensure that all children received autism funding.  
The changes under the bill were set to go into effect on April 1. The Progressive 
Conservative Party claimed that on this day, the waitlist for the children would begin to be 
cleared, and in 18 months, there would no longer be a waitlist. The Progressive Conservative 
Government, however, failed to highlight the negative aspects of the bill.  Under this bill, every 
child with autism would receive funding for a diagnosis and therapy. It also meant that families 
could choose the services they wanted for their children. These changes, however, would come 
at a considerable cost for families that both already received funding for autism and families that 
were on the waitlist. With the new changes, families would be eligible for up to $20,000 a year 
for children ages six and younger. These children would have a lifetime maximum of $140,000. 
Children over the age of 6 were eligible for $5,000 a year and a lifetime maximum of $55,000. 
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Parent’s both on and off the waitlist were upset with this proposal. Even though children would 
no longer be on a waitlist, the amount of funding and services they received would be capped 
leaving parents to pay the remainder of the bill out of pocket.  
Under the new bill, families could qualify for the full amount of money if they earned 
less than $55,000 a year. Funding would be determined on a sliding scale. Families that made 
$250,000 a year or more would not qualify for money at all. Many parents had a problem with 
these caps on funding: the age-specific funding failed to consider the importance of different 
levels of autism. Therapy for a child with severe autism in Ontario could cost up to $80,000 a 
year. This would be a significant difference from the $20,000 a year that parents would receive 
under the new legislation. 
Many parents who were already receiving therapy for their children were afraid that they 
would lose many of the services that already helped their children. "Critics said that the program 
should be tailored toward a child's needs, not their age or their family's income level. Parents 
suggested that a reduced waitlist for funded treatment could come at the expense of quality. 
Parents also argued that the “government’s financial support would only partially fund most 
therapies, leaving families to come up with the difference out of their own pockets” (McQuigge, 
2019). There had already been multiple stories in the press about people who sold their houses 
and cars to cover the cost of autism services. 
Parents Make Sure Their Voices Are Heard 
During the first two weeks of my internship, I noticed that autism was a recurrent topic in 
the news. Headlines about angry parents threatening members of the Progressive Conservative 
Party often emerged. Many parents went on to news stations and spoke to reporters about their 
children who had autism. One news story showed MPP Lisa MacLeod, a member of the 
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Progressive Conservative Government and the current Minister of Children, outside of a building 
trying to explain what the bill would mean for her children and others like them. It was difficult 
for her to get in a word as many parents screamed at her while holding up posters with pictures 
of their autistic children. One parent yelled, “look at him! Isn’t he beautiful?” “So, doesn't he 
matter?” Many other parents were seen screaming similar things.  
 MacLeod later went on to do a press release on the bill. Through her tears, she talked 
about the governments' duty to remove 23,000 children off of the waitlist. Only 25% of children 
with autism were getting help. She continued to say the bill being proposed by the government 
would ensure that all children with autism would receive support.  While parents wanted the 
waitlist cleared, they also wanted a needs-based approach that did not cap funding. MacLeod’s 
plan, being an age-based approach, did not offer this. MacLeod argued the budget would not 
allow for the government to provide unlimited funding for every child. Parents would not take 
this for answer and they continued utilize their democratic right to freedom of speech to demand 
a needs-based approach for autism services. In an attempt to influence the governments’ 
decision, they continued to use their voices to protest the new budget plan.  
Parents’ often came together and held a protest outside of Queen's Park. One protest that 
I attended, was held in freezing temperatures in a field of snow. Nothing could stop these 
parents’ voices from being heard. I got the opportunity to stand outside and watch the protest 
unfold. Dozens of people showed up to the rally. Many parents held up signs with the names of 
members of the Progressive Conservative Government. Others held up signs with their children's 
faces. Parents were heard chanting, "This plan sucks!" Members of the opposition joined in on 
the action. They showed up to the protest and took pictures with many of the people that were 
there. Some members of the opposition even decided to speak. One little boy with autism got on 
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stage and gave a speech. "When I was 6, I was non-verbal. I am now eight, and I can speak," the 
little boy yelled out to the audience.   
One parent, Roseanna Ramirez, spoke to CBC News about what the Governments' 
changes would mean for her family. Mrs. Rimirez had two children with autism, both who were 
enrolled in Ontario’s Autism Program (OAP). Her children were among the first off the waitlist 
when the last government made changes to the autism program. Her son, who was three years 
old, was receiving 30 hours of IBI therapy a week. According to her, with the new government 
changes, her child would only be receiving two hours of therapy per week. If she wanted to 
continue sending her child to therapy under the new model, she had to come up with $70,000 a 
year. When she was asked about an alternative method for the government to clear the wait-list, 
she stated that “the government should invest in these children’s future now or they may have to 
pay more for these children later in life when they are adults.”. These parents wanted the 
government to make a change to Ontario’s Autism Program and would not stop protesting until 
the government changed the budget to a needs-based program. 
Opposition Parties Reaction to the PC Party Autism Legislation Changes 
 Parents used their voices to reach out to the opposition parties often times reaching by 
email, phone or at protests and asking them to show their support by bringing up the changes at 
question period and by continuing to come to pretests. The opposition parties were not happy 
with the funding changes the Progressive Conservative Party made to autism services. They 
raised the same concerns as the parents arguing that an age-based approach that capped the 
amount of funding children received would not be beneficial for children with autism. The 
opposition parties listened to parents and brought up their concerns during question period.  
MPP's from the Green, NDP, and Liberal Parties were all united as one to attack the PC party for 
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their decision to change the way autism was funded.  During protest, many opposition members 
came to show their support for parents. Parent’s spoke with the opposition parties at these rallies 
and asked them to bring up the issues they had with the autism program during the question 
period. Question period centered around the autism debate for weeks with questions like, “Don’t 
you care about children with autism?"   
In siding with the parents, opposition parties spoke to numerous media outlets. They 
emphasized the detrimental effects this decision would have on families and children with 
autism. The opposition parties stated that children would not get the treatment they need under 
the new autism legislation. They also argued the government took money away from these 
children. Not one opposition party supported the changes. I asked the legislative aides in my 
office what they thought about the changes and why they were against them. They told me that 
now no child will get the treatment they need, and the Progressive Conservative Party should 
have just left things the way they were before. Each opposition party had members who spoke to 
the media about these potential damages the new autism legislation had for children with autism. 
Ontario Autism Program Revamped 
After months of autism protests outside of the parliamentary building in Queens Park, the 
Progressive Conservative Government announced they would be making some revisions to 
Ontario's Autism Program. The new revisions were put into place because parents continued to 
raise their concerns about the way the government changed the program. Parents criticized how 
the new program would not give enough funding to their children and lacked individuality. The 
needs of every autistic child varies dramatically, and while some children may need extensive 
therapy, others may need minimal therapy. The original government's plan did not reflect these 
needs and was more of a one size fits approach.   
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 MacLeod's plan, which capped the number of money children received regardless of the 
severity of their disability, remained the biggest concern for parents who argued that funding for 
autism needed to be thousands of dollars more than proposed. Parents argued that autism funding 
could reach up to $80,000 a year, depending on the severity. Under MacLeod’s plan, all children 
would receive funding, and parents would be given the money directly to spend on autism 
services. With this money, they could get specialized therapy for their children.  
The plan that MacLeod came up with initially had a budget of $321 million a year, which 
she claimed was more than the previous Liberal Government set aside for the program (The 
Canadian Press, 2019). Under the Liberal government, children could receive as much care as 
they needed, but many children remained on the waitlist under this plan. MacLeod’s new budget 
would get all children off of the waitlist. According to MacLeod, the previous government only 
budgeted 256 million dollars (The Canadian Press, 2019). John Fraser, the leader of the Liberal 
party, argued against these claims, claiming that the “previous government's budget was $321 
million for its autism program, with part of those funds held by the Treasury Board as is standard 
practice.” According to Fraser, the Treasury Board always held a portion of the budget for “a 
check and balance that has to be in place” (The Canadian Press, 2019).  
A separate member of the liberal party requested that Ontario's budget watchdog 
investigate claims made by the Progressive Conservative government regarding the size of the 
autism program budget (The Canadian Press, 2019). The unnamed member stated the reason 
why they had requested the investigation: the numbers suggested by the Progressive 
Conservative Government for autism funding did not add up. MacLeod claimed to clear a 
waitlist with thousands of children using the same budget as the previous Liberal government 
(Jones, 2019). The office agreed to the investigation but informed government members that it 
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would take months to complete (Jones, 2019). The liberals, who also supported parents upset 
with MacLeod’s new budget plan, attended the protests (Jones, 2019). MacLeod herself was 
unable to attend due to the numerous threats from angry parents (Jones, 2019). 
As the protest continued and the premiers poll numbers began towards a downward 
spiral, it became clear that the government would be forced to make some changes to the budget. 
The Premier, Doug Ford, started by demoting government cabinet members. Lisa MacLeod, the 
minister of children who was in charge of the bill, was demoted to the Ministry of Tourism, 
Culture, and Sport. While she did not address the demotion directly, she did tweet that "she was 
proud to have served as Minister of Children, Community and Social Services and the Minister 
responsible for women's issues” (Payne, 2019). Many parents were relieved with the news that 
MacLeod was being demoted. One mother, Monaghan, noted to a news outlet that the move was 
“a step in the right direction.” This change was a step in the right direction for parents of children 
with autism. They were able to use their voices to influence the leaer of the Progressive 
Conservative Party to put a new member in charge of Ontario’s Autism Budget.  
The new Minister of Children, Todd Smith, wants people to know that Ontario’s new 
autism program is not being delayed but being put in to place very carefully (Spitters, 2020). 
Todd Smith, the MPP for Bay of Quinte riding, discussed with Quinte News the revised autism 
program, which now is taking a needs-based approach, in its implementation. (Spitters, 2020) 
According to Smith, the program will be sophisticated. Before the government made any 
decisions for the new funding plan, they were presented with 120 recommendations from autism 
treatment experts that they reviewed and implemented into the new program (Spitters, 2020). 
“Smith said the four key pillars of the new program would be implemented soon through a panel 
of experts known as an implementation working group (Spitters, 2020). Core services will be 
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rolled out soon, and for the first-time mental health and crisis intervention services will be 
available to families and their children.” These are the changes that parents have protested 
months for. By being remaining persistent in their requests, parents were able to influence the 
government to add money to Ontario’s Autism Budget and switch to a needs based program.   
To assist families with the process of receiving treatment, the government has provided 
Care Coordinators that will ensure children have access to appropriate treatment and that 
families have the guidance they need (Spitters, 2020). With a new budget, double that of the old, 
families who are on the waitlist can now receive $5,000 for children over the age of 6 and 
$20,000 for children under the age of six until the new plan is enacted. Smith stated that he 
wanted to make sure the 20,000 families who are currently on the waitlist receive funding until 
the new program is implemented in the spring of 2021 (Spitters, 2020). "Smith reaffirmed that 
childhood budgets would not be a part of the new program." He recently stated, "when the 
government is done, this is going to be a great, great program, and the people in the autism field 
support the plan 100%, but it can't be rushed and put in place all at once." 
While the new plan implements the aged based approach parents were asking for, some 
parents remain unhappy with the fact that they have to wait another year for the implementation 
of the new program when they were promised a new plan by April 2020 (CityNews). In 
February, parents voiced their concerns by holding a rally outside of the parliamentary building – 
and they may do the same again soon. Many parents stood outside of the building, chanting the 
words, "Doug Ford's a liar." The protesters called for the government to implement the program 
this year (CityNews). Laura Kirby McIntosh, the president of Ontario Autism Coalition, spoke at 
the protest stating, “families need immediate access to treatment options and funding to support 
their children with autism, adding that people have had to take on second mortgages and loans in 
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the absence of the funding." Many parents spoke out to news outlets about their family's current 
situation. One woman who did an interview said she had multiple items in her house that needed 
to be fixed because she could not simultaneously afford to fix the appliances and pay for her 
sons’ therapy. The government responded to the rally and reassured families they were taking 
their time with the program to make sure they got it right.  
Members of the NDP party also disagreed with the government’s plan to wait until next 
year to implement the new program. Monique Taylor, NDP of Children and Youth Services, 
issued the following statement:  
“Once again, Doug Ford has hurt kids with autism. He's already put families through hell over 
the last year by denying access to the services their children need. Because of his cuts, many 
autism workers were dismissed, and services are almost impossible to access for many families – 
especially those in northern and rural communities. Now Ford is breaking yet another promise 
and dashing hopes by delaying the start of the new Ontario Autism Program by yet another full 
year. Interim funding that's not needs-based and falls well short of what's needed just doesn't cut 
it, especially when it's harder than ever to find services. Any further delay in implementing 
needs-based autism programming is completely unacceptable and could irreparably damage so 
many children's developmental potential. We need to start rebuilding capacity immediately. 
Children need access to services now, not at some unspecified date in the future(Ontario NDP).”  
This statement, is currently on the Ontario NDP website. 
 Ontario’s Autism Program has gone through many changes in the short year it has been 
since I completed my internship in Ontario. The people of Ontario exercised their democratic 
rights to fight for a difference in their province. By protesting, speaking to news-outlets, and 
being vocal on social media, these parents were able to make a difference. They protested the 
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governments’ decision until the government listened to their demands and changed the budget. It 
is clear that in a democracy, citizens are able to utilize their voices to influence government 
decisions by speaking out about issues they want their government to change. While there are 
still many grey areas, families are relieved the government will no longer be taking an income 
and age-based approach. The government's decision to consult with experts and double the 
budget was a step in the right direction. Now more children will have access to the care and 
services they need.  
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Below is a chart provided by Autism Advocacy Ontario, that gives a complete guide to 
the new autism program. Families can use this guide to help them navigate the new system and 
learn about the changes that are to come in the next few months.  
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